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Education for the Profession of Accountancy*
By Warren W. Nissley
I believe that one of the greatest needs for the future growth of 
the profession of public accountancy is the development, as 
quickly as is consistent with sound progress, of professional 
schools, of collegiate and graduate rank, wherein as much as can 
possibly be done by formal education will be done to train young 
men for entrance into our profession. Many accountants and 
laymen may think that we now have such schools. I do not 
think we have any of the type we need. I said at the annual 
meeting of the American Institute of Accountants in Chicago last 
fall that I did not know of a single college in the United States 
which considered that its principal job, or even one of its major 
jobs, was training men for a career in public accountancy. The 
paper in which that statement was made was printed in The 
Journal of Accountancy about six months ago. I believe 
that magazine has a fairly wide circulation among the collegiate 
schools of business throughout the country. It seems very 
significant to me that I have not received a single protest against 
the statement. When I made it, I thought that perhaps I would 
receive such protests, because it is obviously impossible to have 
detailed knowledge of the avowed aims of colleges throughout 
the whole country. I assure you that I would be delighted to 
give as much publicity as I could to any worthy institution 
which declared that it considered preparation for public account­
ancy one of its principal objectives, provided it was also able to 
show that a substantial percentage of its accountancy graduates 
had entered the profession.
On the other hand, circular No. 94 issued by the office of educa­
tion of the federal department of the interior, under date of May 
17, 1933, states that during 1932 there were 1,808 courses in 
accounting and business statistics offered in 436 colleges and 
universities. There were 1,060 instructors and 76,912 students 
in these courses, including some duplications as to the students.
* An address before the Pennsylvania Institute of Accountants, Hershey, Pennsylvania, June 
21, 1935.
[The author of this paper would like to receive comments concerning his suggestions from ad­
ministrators and instructors in colleges and universities and from practitioners. If the replies 
received warrant it he will prepare a supplemental paper summarizing the views of those who 
write him. He may be addressed in care of the American Institute of Accountants, 135 Cedar 
Street, New York.—Editor]
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It is apparent, therefore, that while no institution appears to 
believe that one of its principal jobs is to prepare students for 
public accountancy as a lifework, there is no lack of opportunity 
for students to receive instruction in accounting subjects in 
college. We are faced, therefore, with this question:
“Is it necessary to have professional schools, particularly 
designed for training for public accountancy, when there is now 
ample opportunity for young men to receive training in college 
in accounting subjects?”
I believe it is most necessary. I do not think formal education 
for public accountancy can be developed to its utmost so long 
as it is, in a sense, a by-product of education for general business. 
In saying that, I want to express my appreciation of the value of 
the accountancy training now given in a number of institutions 
and of the excellent work that has been done by the professors 
in some of these institutions in developing their courses. There 
is a need for these courses, and this need will continue even if we 
are able to develop professional schools for public accountancy. 
Many students who do not intend to make public accountancy 
their lifework can, with profit, study accounting subjects, and 
they will continue to do so. But, in my opinion, these accounting 
courses do not and can not meet our need for strictly professional 
schools.
My idea of the procedure which we should adopt for the devel­
opment of collegiate training for public accountancy might be 
summarized by the following “five point” program:
1. Concentrate the effort by limiting the professional schools 
to a reasonable number, say, one in New England, three in the 
middle Atlantic states, two in the middle west, one in the far 
west and one in the south. By a school, I mean a separate de­
partment of an existing institution. Such concentration would 
be difficult to control exactly, for it is probable that, if we assisted 
in the development of this number of professional schools, others 
would “declare themselves in” by hurriedly announcing that 
they, too, considered training men in public accountancy to be one 
of their principal objectives.
2. Design the curricula, the text-books and the other teaching 
materials used by these institutions so that they will fill the 
peculiar needs of embryo public accountants.
3. Employ no instructors in technical courses who have not 
had extensive practical experience as public accountants.
4. Select the students who are permitted to matriculate in 
these professional schools so that only those who show promise 
of developing into successful public accountants will be admitted.
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5. Have the practising public accountants of the respective 
areas actively interested in the development of their professional 
schools and create a close spirit of cooperation and understanding 
between the faculties of the schools and the practitioners.
I realize that this is a radical proposal. But I think that the 
principal objection of those who oppose it will have to be based 
on the fact that the technical education for accountancy that is 
now available is organized on entirely different lines. I do not 
think the present arrangement should alter our plans for the 
long future, if those plans are sound. We must, for the time 
being, of course, recognize and deal with the conditions we now 
have.
I shall discuss my five points one at a time.
1. Concentration of effort
I am convinced that one of the great difficulties facing account­
ing education today is the widespread lack of sympathy and 
understanding between professional practitioners and instructors 
in accounting courses. The extent of the gap between the view­
points of the two groups is hard to understand, but it is there. I 
do not see how it can be closed as long as we must deal with 
hundreds of institutions which consider training for public ac­
countancy as only minor items in their programs. Moreover, 
we can not ask each of the institutions now offering courses in 
accounting to organize a professional school, because, if they were 
willing to do it, we should be swamped by the output. I have 
no information as to the number of graduates of such schools 
who could be absorbed by the profession each year. It is im­
probable that all new additions to the permanent staffs of prac­
tising accountants would be drawn from such schools, unless 
legislation were adopted to make it mandatory to do so. I be­
lieve such legislation should ultimately be enacted, but I think 
we should develop the schools first on the basis of voluntary 
attendance and require attendance at them later. It is to be 
expected that the best young men who intend to enter public 
accounting would seek out the professional schools without any 
compulsion as soon as those schools were established.
It would require, say, five years to establish the schools and 
graduate the first class. By that time, I think, we could safely 
assume that from 300 to 500 graduates could be absorbed each 
year. It is worth while noting that very few new men, rela- 
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tively, have been employed and trained by public accountants 
during the last five years, and this has built up a potential scarcity 
of assistants for replacement and expansion when business im­
proves. The average age and length of service of men on public 
accountants’ staffs is probably higher now than ever before, and 
the average size of the staffs is smaller. It is likely that more 
than the average percentage of the men now engaged in practice 
will die or retire during the next ten years, and that fact, with 
the demand for more assistants that is certain to accompany 
business recovery, makes this an excellent time to start the pro­
fessional schools.
You will notice that my plan calls for eight schools. If we 
could absorb from 300 to 500 men a year, that would permit an 
average number of graduates from each school of, say, 40 to 65. 
That is probably the minimum number that would warrant the 
maintenance of separate schools.
It would be my idea that these professional schools should be 
established as separate departments in colleges or universities 
now operating. It would be logical to develop them in institu­
tions which now maintain strong accounting departments. I 
believe that it would be preferable to have them located in cities 
where there is an extensive amount of public accounting work 
in order that some actual field work could be combined with 
classroom work.
If all the institutions now offering a major in accounting were 
to offer to start a professional school, it would be a delicate matter 
to select the ones to be backed by the practitioners. But, for 
financial and other reasons, I think there is a greater chance of 
difficulty in finding eight satisfactory institutions which will 
offer to organize a school than there is of finding a superabundance 
of satisfactory offers. On the other hand, a strong accounting 
department should not find it difficult to organize a separate 
professional school. If practitioners think as well of this idea as 
I hope they will, a committee should be appointed from the states 
in each natural geographical region to select the school and to 
help to organize it. This help should include a substantial 
amount of money, to cover both the initial expenses and the 
operating expenses. The financial assistance could be in the form 
of scholarships, open to students to be selected by the school 
or the guarantee of a definite number of students, to be designated 
by the practitioners but to be subject to the control of the school 
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as to admission and dismissal. The latter method would enable 
practitioners to have men trained for their own office if they 
desired.
2. Design of curriculum
My second point refers to a curriculum and text-books de­
signed to meet the peculiar needs of embryo public accountants. 
Some will say these students have no peculiar needs. I think it 
can be proven that they have. Their requirements as to ac­
counting theory and practice may be pretty much the same as 
those of students studying accounting for use in general business; 
but their requirements as to auditing, the preparation of working 
papers, financial statements and reports, and the design of ac­
counting systems and procedures, among other things, are differ­
ent.
In designing curricula, I believe cultural education—or what I 
like to refer to as general intellectual education—and technical 
education should be emphasized. There are arguments in favor 
of having the two types of education carried on concurrently. I 
believe it would be more practical to have the professional schools 
concentrate on technical education only and to permit the stu­
dents to pursue the cultural courses wherever they wish. The 
technical course should probably require three years. As a 
starter, two years of general college work might be a satisfactory 
prerequisite for entrance to the professional schools but, eventually, 
I believe a degree from a liberal-arts course should be required.
It is important that we should not be accused of making a 
fetish of a particular kind of education, and it may be worth 
while to discuss briefly this so-called cultural education.
Anyone can visualize the benefit of a technical education for the 
vocation one intends to follow. The benefit of a cultural educa­
tion is not so generally understood. General intellectual educa­
tion comprises the development of the mental powers to enable 
them to analyze, to reason and to reach proper conclusions from 
a given set of facts. Developing the power of the intellect must 
be a leisurely process. Many technical courses undoubtedly can 
be made to stimulate the mind as much as some of the so-called 
cultural courses; but there is more danger that in technical 
courses memory training and the acquisition of a vast store of 
information in as short a time as possible will be emphasized at 
the expense of training in pure thinking. It seems to me that 
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intellectual education also comprises most of what can be done by 
formal education to develop a pleasing personality—a very im­
portant thing for a public accountant to have. If one has a 
personality pleasing to others, it is because he is “pleasant to be 
with” in social or business affairs or, to use a slang expression, 
because he “speaks the same language.” It is desirable, there­
fore, for a boy to study at least some of the same courses as those 
studied by the clients with whom he will come in contact after 
he enters practice. Incidentally, he will find that most clients do 
not understand the language of debit and credit and that his re­
ports will be better understood and appreciated if he describes 
technical facts in non-technical language, so far as possible.
Before ending my comments on general intellectual education, 
I might add that I believe that some of the recent developments 
are dangerous. That is not a fault of the principles involved, 
but of those responsible for imparting the education. Professors 
and instructors in colleges occupy a position of trust in that they 
should present political, economical, social and philosophical 
facts and problems to students in an impartial manner, carefully 
presenting both sides, so that the youth of the nation will have 
all the information they need to enable them to form an impartial 
opinion on these subjects. I think that those members of facul­
ties who betray their trust and take advantage of their positions 
to attempt to advocate a particular position or to implant their 
own views on students when they are at a very impressionable 
age should be expelled from the faculties of which they are mem­
bers. This is particularly true when the views they advocate 
are contrary to the established order. Let them come forth 
from their cloisters and argue with adults. Then it will be quite 
in order for them to act as advocates for their beliefs.
Technical education, if it is to be of real value, should be as 
comprehensive in its scope and as detailed in its thoroughness 
as the word done by an assistant on a public accountant’s staff. 
A smattering of technical training is worthless. After all, the 
only justification of a professional school is that it will provide 
more thoroughly and more efficiently a certain amount of tech­
nical education than could otherwise be acquired during employ­
ment as an assistant. This should be possible, because the 
principal objective of the professional school would be to impart 
education, while the principal objective of the practising account­
ant must be the performance of engagements. An assistant 
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working with the practitioner will also receive technical education, 
but that must be incidental and of secondary importance.
It may be necessary to produce text-booksco ntaining more 
detail than is now available as to auditing, the preparation of 
accountants’ reports and working papers and the design of ac­
counting systems and procedures. The time devoted to these 
subjects in the curriculum should also be greatly expanded in the 
professional schools as compared with that now devoted to them 
in the schools of business.
We are faced with practical difficulties in obtaining proper 
text-books and teaching materials for these really technical 
subjects. Our working papers, detailed reports and other data 
are of a highly confidential nature. In that we differ, for example, 
from the legal and medical professions. The records of trials, 
decisions of judges and many kinds of legal papers immediately 
become public documents, obtainable for purposes of instruction; 
and wide publicity is given to the details of the practice of surgery 
and medicine. However, if we can concentrate the effort in a few 
schools, I think we can do much toward procuring complete sets of 
books and records of defunct concerns and we can probably make 
reports and working papers available, also. All accountants ’ offices 
are faced with the necessity of destroying their working papers after 
holding them for a certain length of time and, by eliminating or 
changing names, some of these might be suitable for the schools.
Facilities should be developed to enable the students to have 
some practical experience on the staffs of practising accountants 
during their course. Under existing conditions, this experience 
could only be made available during January, February and 
March. It would probably be best to have this experience come 
during the second and third years. If graduation in the pro­
fessional schools could be arranged for October 1st instead of the 
traditional June date, the experience in the third year could be 
followed by six months’ work in school. A vacation of two or 
three months would then be possible before the start of employ­
ment at the beginning of the next busy season.
As the schools were developed, it might be possible to add an 
additional year for a master’s degree, to follow one full year’s 
experience on a staff after the receipt of the bachelor’s degree.
Courses should be given to develop a sense of moral responsi­
bility in the young men. Students should be made to realize 
that the professional accountant is called upon to act as a judge 
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as to the propriety of business transactions, and that unques­
tioned personal honesty is an essential characteristic. Esprit- 
de-corp and a spirit of fair dealing with fellow practitioners should 
be developed. And, above all, the students should be advised 
that, regardless of the excellence of the training in the profes­
sional school, subsequent training in the school of experience is 
essential. Young men entering our profession, as well as those 
entering other professions, frequently resent the large difference 
between the earnings of experienced and established practitioners 
and the income of the beginner. They must be made to realize 
that, in a profession, a man receives substantial rewards only 
after he has demonstrated—for much less rewards—that he has 
the ability and experience to carry through all kinds of profes­
sional engagements to satisfactory conclusions.
3. Men with practical experience as instructors
The necessity of having experienced men only, as instructors in 
technical subjects, appears so obvious to me that I shall discuss it 
very briefly. It is not impossible for a man to teach others to do 
something he has never done himself, but I submit that it is ex­
ceedingly difficult so far as auditing, preparation of working 
papers and reports and the design and installation of accounting 
systems and procedures are concerned. On the other hand, many 
successful practitioners would be unable to teach. What we 
need is the proper combination of experience and teaching ability. 
The difficulty of finding that combination is another reason for 
the concentration of effort. I believe a sufficient number of 
qualified men can be found who will be willing to make the sacri­
fices necessary to make up the faculties in these schools.
In each professional school, a series of lectures by distinguished 
practitioners on questions arising in current practice should be 
given, particularly during the last year of the course. I look 
upon this as a very valuable feature of the professional school. 
Here again, concentration of effort is essential, for a busy and 
successful man will not sacrifice the necessary time and effort 
unless he can feel he is doing something that will be helpful 
to his profession.
4. Selection of students
The selection of students is, to my mind, the most important 
of my five points.
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The character of the raw material places a definite limitation 
on the character of the graduate—no matter how excellent the 
education offered may be. In fact, it is probable that physical 
qualifications at birth, heredity, health, environment, training, 
education and other factors affecting a boy’s life before he reaches 
the age of 19 or 20 years, which would be the average age for 
admittance to the professional school if two years of general 
college work were required, have a greater effect on the character 
and intelligence of the average person at maturity than has any­
thing that happens to him after that age.
If we require two or more years of liberal-arts work for entrance 
to the professional schools, we shall have a collegiate record 
which will give a good indication of the general qualifications of 
the applicant. I think we should require a high degree of general 
intelligence—certainly within the upper half of the applicant’s 
class—and the highest type of moral character. Particular 
attention should be paid to the record made by the applicant in 
elementary and advanced mathematics, since no one will suc­
ceed or be happy in public accountancy who does not like and 
understand the language of figures. During the first year in the 
professional school, the mental aptitude of the students for public 
accountancy, as well as their scholastic records, should be care­
fully observed and those who do not appear to be apt to succeed 
should be dropped. In spite of the greatest care in the selection 
of the students admitted to the schools, a considerable mortality 
must be expected during the course.
In this matter of selection of students, the professional schools 
should have a standard entirely different from what is necessary 
in schools of business. There is no doubt that a higher intelli­
gence and a better personality are required to make a satisfactory 
record on a public accountant’s staff than to perform routine 
accounting work satisfactorily for a particular concern. More­
over, the school of business can properly offer an accounting 
course to a student who has no particular aptitude for it, with the 
idea that even a slight knowledge of the subject may be of value 
to him in general business; whereas the professional school can not 
afford to waste its time on such students.
5. Coöperation between schools and practitioners
If the other parts of my program are followed cooperation 
between schools and practitioners will be spontaneous. Under 
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the present plan, graduates of the schools of business who enter 
public accountancy form a small percentage of the total grad­
uates; on the other hand, a relatively small portion of the new 
assistants employed by public accountants have been graduates 
of the schools of business. As a consequence, professional ac­
countants and accountancy instructors do not always feel that 
their problems are mutual. If we have our own professional 
schools, they will automatically look to the profession for advice 
and help. And, since it must be assumed that they will produce 
a type of assistant available nowhere else, the practitioners will 
be eager to employ their graduates. I am convinced that, under 
these conditions, the evils of temporary employment can be solved, 
the difficulties of obtaining any employment at all can be min­
imized and mutual assistance and advice will be the order of the 
day. There is no reason why professional schools should not 
become laboratories, wherein improvements in accounting and 
auditing practices might be initiated. They might also become 
clearing houses for the collection and distribution of information 
concerning methods used by embezzlers in concealing their acts.
I realize that I have proposed a long-range program and that, 
under the most favorable conditions, such schools could not turn 
out graduates in less than five years. I am glad to be able to tell 
you that one famous institution, the name of which I am not at 
liberty to disclose now, is seriously considering the establishment 
of such a school.
I think it is exceedingly important that these schools should 
not be established in the wrong places. There is always danger 
that some institutions will take up a program such as I have out­
lined as a means of advertising rather than as a means of being of 
service to the profession. It is for that reason that I should like 
to see a group of prominent public accountants get together in 
each geographical area and handle the situation firmly. There is 
no doubt that the schools first in the field will have at least a 
temporary advantage.
Before closing, I should like to make a few comments about 
the immediate future. At the present time, the general educa­
tional requirement throughout the country for the C.P.A. cer­
tificate is graduation from a high school. In some states, legis­
lation has been passed, or attempted, to change this requirement. 
In New York, after January 1, 1938, applicants for the C.P.A. 
certificate must be graduates of a school of accountancy. The 
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state education department has approved the degrees given by a 
number of schools of business administration as meeting this 
requirement.
It might be well to put in the record a list of the schools ap­
proved up to the first of this year. I understand that it is the 
policy of the New York state education department to consider 
graduates of the state colleges only if they apply for registration. 
There will probably be additions to this list. The data given as 
to the number of courses, instructors and enrolments have been 
taken from the circular of the United States office of education 
to which I have previously referred.
The figures for numbers of instructors, courses and students 
refer to the entire institution and not to the particular section 
from which graduation is to be required for the New York state 
certificate.
Personally, I believe it would have been better to change the 
educational requirement in New York from high-school graduation 
to graduation from any course in an approved college—including, 
naturally, graduation from courses given by schools of business 
administration. Additional credit might well be given for the 
latter for part of the experience requirement. As soon as we 
have real professional schools, graduation from them should be 
required with some provision, perhaps, for “equivalents.”
It is probable that some of the representatives of the schools of 
business administration will not approve of the suggestions I have 
made today. All I can say is that they are made with a desire to 
be helpful. They are my personal views only. As I have no axe 
to grind, I hope you will believe they are intended to be helpful 
suggestions from the viewpoint of our profession. I am sure 
that what the colleges and the profession want is a constructive 
solution of our educational problem. And, finally, do not forget 
that I am proposing that the profession should adopt a limited 
number of the existing schools of business administration as its 
own, provided they will establish separate departments for the 
education of professional accountants.
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